This letter is in response to Deborah DiBenedetto's Informatics column in the September 200 I issue of the Joumal. Wastewater Treatment Plants are found in every community in the United States. Some are very large municipal plants and some, like Pinewood Sanitary District, are very small. The health of the workers in these plants can be overlooked and the importance of effective occupational health nursing is paramount to maintaining and enhancing the health of workers who are exposed, on a daily basis, to biological hazards. The potential for severe health problems is complicated by the worker's general lack of education and knowledge of good health practices, and by their own negligence of prevention of disease.
Wastewater Treatment frequently exposes workers to a variety of biological hazards that can impact the health and safety of employees. Most wastewater facilities do not have an aggressive approach to protecting worker health and safety. High turnover in the field, the lack of preemployment health screening programs, and the casual attitude toward worker immunizations can have a negative impact on employee attendance, work ethic, and morale.
In an effort to resolve these types of problems, the Pinewood Sanitary District hired a registered nurse in March 2000 to develop and implement an aggressive, multifaceted occupational health and safety program. The nurse at Pinewood Sanitary District is an integral part of the employee team. The nurse establishes and maintains programs for health promotion and education, case management, counseling, crisis intervention, health and hazard surveillance, injury prevention, loss control, and illness management.
Nursing in the wastewater treatment field requires the nurse to be acutely aware of the biological and environmental hazards workers face. The exposure of workers to bloodborne pathogens and confined spaces where oxygen needs are not met is constant. Many potentially hazardous materials find their way into sewer lateral lines and filters. It is not unusual to find used hypodermic needles, condoms, and sanitary products along with liquid waste. Manholes and sewer lines frequently have exposed sharp edges and workers are constantly exposed to potential injuries and infection.
Careful pre-placement health screening gives the nurse a base from which to develop a health maintenance program that will protect and enhance wastewater treatment worker health. Immunizations, such as hepatitis B and tetanus, provide the wastewater treatment worker with the minimum of protection required for the field. Education on the use of personal protective equipment and careful monitoring of compliance in the use of that equipment should be mandatory for all employees. Other programs, such as no notice drug testing, crisis intervention, and illness management keep the employee actively aware of the employer's commitment to their health and well being.
Pinewood Sanitary District has taken this agressive approach to worker health care an extra step. The District's occupational health and safety nurse performs annual TB testing on all employees, provides medical evaluations prior to respirator fit testing, holds annual bloodborne pathogen training for all employees, provides an annual flu shot clinic, and maintains an active community resource program for workers requiring assistance with substance abuse, tobacco use prevention, and mental health counseling. In addition, the nurse manages the workers' compensation program and the District's Safety Awareness Program.
Worker injuries are down 65% from last year, the District received a 5% refund from the state for compli-ance with a no tolerance policy for substance abuse. Potential health issues have been identified and referred out, which resulted in earlier diagnosis and treatment of health related problems. In addition, employee retention has improved dramatically and employee absences are markedly decreased from last year. Morale among workers is high and more work is accomplished. The occupational health and safety nurse is a vital link to the protection of the health of wastewater treatment workers. The impact of Pinewood Sanitary District's Occupational Nursing Program has been financially positive. The positive impact for the workers has been immeasurable.
In our small community of 3,000 residents, our employees can be exposed to shigella, E-coli, amoebas, infectious viruses, fungi, and toxic chemicals such as chlorine gas. Exposure to many of these substances can mean potential infection of employees, their families, and residents. We must have wastewater treatment and we must protect our wastewater treatment workers from disease and injury.
The field of wastewater is not viewed as glamorous or desirable for employment. We hope this letter will generate some interest in occupational health nursing in wastewater treatment.
